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FIRST RESTORATIONS
Part II

By Roberta Smith

Editor's note: Our last issue of Elsah History was
devoted to the restorations carried out in the
1940's and 1950 's. We based the article on inter-
views carried out by Pamela Martin in California
and in St. Louis, but we knew that there were im-
portant omissions in her research program. One of
the most difficult problems was geographical, and
Pam was unable to interview Roberta and William
Smith in Santa Maria, California. We knew that the
Smiths would have important recollections to share
on their years in Elsah. But Elsah has probably
become the center of a network of interested peo-
ple, and the Smiths were no exception. Shortly
after the newsletter appeared we received several
envelopes full of pictures and three long letters
detailing the work that the Smith family did in
Elsah. It is with a profound sense of gratitude
that we offer you a sequel to Nos. 43 and 44 of El-
sah History, this time dedicated to the work of
Roberta and William Smith. The material that fol-
lows is by Mrs. Smith, and it is extracted from
three letters that she sent along with the rich
store of photographs.
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The history of my family is quite extensive in
the general area from St. Louis through all of
southern Illinois. My own connection with Elsah
came as the result of a cousin, Bruce Pates, who
bought the two-story white house next to the prop-
erty once owned by Keller next to the Principia
picnic grounds. He also bought the acreage known
as Joywood Farms. My grandparents, William and
Mary Nivin, cousins of Bruce Pates, came to put in
the orchards. I returned from California to visit
them. Bill Smith was putting in the nursery stock
for Principia while the college buildings were
under construction. He had recently graduated from
the Missouri Botanical Garden in St. Louis. We
were married the following year, 1935.

This is the first stone house the Smiths reno-
vated. Bill Smith is on the left and Mrs. Smith's
brother, Joe Nivin, is pictured on the right. The
house was once owned by the McNair family. Its
present occupant is Dennie Minarick who has con-
tinued the restoration of this pre-1858 home. The
photo whas taken in 1936.
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Shortly after our marriage in June, 1935, we lived
in the small house on the hill back of the Pai^
sonage-Hake house (now the nursery of the Christian
Science Church). It had no closets but a tiny one.

With the onset of cold weather, we looked for an-
other place to live since neither of us had brought

our clothes from our former homes and the little
closet was strained beyond its capacity. We loved
the rock houses and rented the one now called
McNair^Minarick. This little rock house was the
scene of our very first restoration efforts.
Bill's foot went through the floor in the bedroom
shortly after we moved in. For a rent consider-
ation we laid a new floor. The walls were black
with mildewed wallpaper. The house had no closets
at all, but gtting a rock house to live in was a
stroke of luck at that time as Elsah was strained
to provide housing for the workmen building Prin-
cipia College. We improvised closet space. After
tearing off the mildewed wallpaper, treating the
damp walls and applying new wallpaper, it was quite
liveable. "Mom" Keyser next door was invaluable
with her suggestions on wallpapering, but it was
never our favorite occupation.



The St. Louis owner wanted the house after we

made it comfortable and rather than be plagued with

further rentals, we looked for a lot on which to

build. When we found this one (behind the Meth-
odist Church) on Valley Street and purchased it

from the Methodist Church, we began to find out the

many things we didn't know about what living in

Elsah meant and providing modern comforts entailed.

We had to dig a well, and in the meantime carried
water from the well on the Bates property across
the street. This was our introduction to the house

we would eventually buy. Rock houses were still a

consuming interest with us.

By the time we had finished building the frame
house we had put in a pumping system, septic tank,

propane gas heating unit, bathroom fixtures, etc.

We helped the Bates couple across the street when
they needed assistance, and when they both passed
away , the rock house and 2 and 1 /2 acres on an out-

lot looked very possible, although it meant more
hard work.

We purchased the house September 9, 1946 from
Raymond and Ethel Bates. He was the son of Mr. and

Mrs. Henry Bates, both of whom had passed away. We

intended to bid on the house when it was sold at
publicauction but did not want to bid against the

son. After a year in Elsah, they decided to move
back to Jerseyville and sold the house to us.

When the work began Bill cut through the 18

inch rook wall from the rock section to the frame
portion of the house. The doorway was made quite
large and arched in keeping with the other doorways
and windows. Previous to this, the only access to
the frame section and stairway to the second floor
was through the lean-to section at the back of the
house, which was used as a kitchen. The lower rock
room and lean-to at the back had been the only
living quarters used by the elder Bates couple or
their son and wife. The two- story section at north
end of the house was "papered" with old newspapers,
window shades and other materials, and it was used
as a storeroom. The original owner, Isaac Haupt,
had used the upper floors to hang hams and bacon
after curing. We tore off all the debris in the
frame section, revealing wasps' nests and all man-
ner of insects. The bare boards were then metal-
lathed, insulated and plastered. The upstairs in
this part was also refinished and after much sand-
ing, we used ship deck paint on the floor in this
part. It was too stained to get deep enough to be
clear, but good flooring of a later date than the
old wide boards in the rock section with hand-made
square nails indicating the frame section had been
built at a later date than the rock. This lower
frame part became our dinette and kitchen. At this
point, we moved in to continue the work.

When Bill cut the doorway through the rock
wall, an old chimney was found on the right side.
This made an ideal access route for plumbing to the
second floor for a bathroom. The rock section of
the second floor was simply one very large room.
No wiring or fixtures existed here (as none had
throughout the house) except wires running around
the floor below. This large upper room was divided
into a bath, hall and master bedroom. Bill cut the

two windows through the front rock wall, providing
one for the bathroom and another in the bedroom for
cross ventilation. There were no original windows
except at the north and south ends of the house.
The floor presented a problem, and after days of
hard work to get down through the stains, we
stained it a deep tone and used handmade Colonial
rag rugs on it.

On the first floor we also tried to save the
old flooring, but it was too cupped with wear and
too rough on the underside. It was all torn out
became the sub-floor after new perches were built
in the basement to support new beams and joists for
the floor. Hardwood was laid over the sub-floor.
There was no fireplace and we wanted to build one
of matching rock for the outside chimney. The old
ice house at the end of the street was the natural
solution. It was in bad shape since only half of
it was standing. We all pitched in to haul rock to
the south end of the house and raised it by a set
of pulleys to Bill as he laid approximately 31 tons
of it. Two 12 inch square flue liners were in-
stalled to provide for a future furnace. A
heatilator was installed and piped to the upstairs.
Coal and wood were burned together providing steady
heat. We had installed floor furnaces in the
dinette and living room before we moved into the
house. The stone for the hearth and fireplace
facing were hand-picked at Grafton quarry. It was
stone that quarried into naturally regular lines
and had a warm creamy tint which complemented the
knotty pine panelling which we used in the fire-
place end of the room. The walls of the living
room were laid with soft mortar and most had fallen
off. New plaster was applied and the walls were
waterproofed since moisture feeds up rock walls
like a wick. The ceiling plaster had fallen to a

great extent, so we used random width oelotex
planking for the new ceiling.

Since the old stairway went up in the kitchen
dinette section, we planned and built the new
stairway in the rock section at the back wall and
pine-panelled it to match the fireplace section.
It also had a large walk-in closet under it. With
a landing, we were able to terminate it in the up-
stairs hallway opposite the bathroom. The old
stairway was floored over above in the frame sec-
tion, giving privacy to the bedroom above.

The lean-to at the back of the house was torn
down and a new one-story room built at the south
end with a half-bath, dressing room and hall con-
nection with the new utility room on the north side
and entering the kitchen from that end. An old
porch was torn down on the north end of the utility
room after a small tornado almost tore it apart.
The new porch was screened and glassed-in for all
year use.

The basement had no floor but the soil and when
saturating rains came it developed "springs." We

poured a heavy concrete floor with a vapor barrier
under it, but water was a determined adversary. It

seeped through in the corners. We applied another
sealant and installed a sump pump. A heavy con-
crete base was poured and a gas furnace installed.
A large 1 ,000 gallon propane tank had been placed
in the ground Just north of the kitchen.



AN ELSAH ALBUM - 1936

The Segar home. (Originally the Keyser home -

presently the Holt House) . The previous issue of

EH included a description of the restoration work
accomplished by Mrs. Eleanor Read and a photo which
showed the brick portion without the wooden leanto.

This is the most detailed photo in HEF's archives
revealing the size and character of the leanto-

barn. It is important to remember that as a 19th
century river town, many of Elsah' s buildings were

of a practical nature; outbuildings were a part of

everyday life and were not necessarily beautiful.

For a variety of reasons, late 20th century resi-

dents of Elsah prefer not to restore these impoj>-

tant structures! Many would agree that this deci-

sion has helped the appearance of the village but

that the few remaining outbuildings and barns do

contribute to Elsah' s visual character and historic

flavor.
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The Doron Flour Mill and a Coca-Cola sig The Doron Flour Mill
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Riverview House Odd-Fellows' Hall
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Ice House (now a rock ruin) The Ferris House (Gate Lodge)

All of the photo

taken by Roberta and

wise indicated, they

1936. We are most apf

Ingness to loan these



The Hilmer House (Recent Trovillion Doll Museum) The recent Lazenby House

Methodist Church

The school before the brick addition but with the cement steps

added in 1928

this issue of EH were

m Smith. Unless other-

taken in the winter of

;ive of the Smiths' wil-

5 for publication.

The Keyser House (present Hosmer House; originally the McNair

House



6

Piasa Lodge and Rawlings House

The Condi t-Cronin house. The Smiths were very
good friends of Alice Condit and "spent many long
hours with her and her father (Judge Ford of Alton)
before he passed away." Mrs. Condit passed away in
an Alton nursing home in late April 1984 at the age
of 101. She had lived in Elsah for many years and
had served as Post-mistress much of that time.

«#
THANK YOU FOR YOUR GENEROUS CONTRIBUTIONS

Margaret Dork
Mr. and Mrs. Charles Hosmer
Nancy L. McDow
Mrs. Elsa Mcllwain
Mr. and Mrs. Robert Middlecoff
Mr. and Mrs. Edward Meyer
Mrs. Vernon Piper
Mrs. Patricia Stevens
Mr. and Mrs. V/illiam Winter

NOTEWORTHY
John Bolton

We are sorry to record the passing of one of
Elsah' s far-distant friends, John Bolton of Seat-
tle, Washington. Mr. Bolton has supported Historic
Elsah Foundation for many years, although he was
only able to visit our area a few times when he was
a Principia parent and grandparent.

Sometimes we may wonder why so many of our
mem bers retain their interest in the Village when
they live so far from us. John Bolton was able to
perform a most important service for our community
in the 1970 's. He was able to negotiate with the
trustees of the library of the University of
Washington at a time when we badly needed the album
of photographs that had belonged to Eugene Semple,
the brother of Mrs. Ames of Notchcliff. Those pic-
tures are now in the treasure room of the Marshall
Brooks Library at Principia on a permanent loan.

Many thanks to the Bolton family for their services
on our behalf. We will miss our friend in Seattle.

Miss Nancy McDow has shared some clippings
with us that may assist in the preparation of fu-

ture issues of our newsletter. Miss McDow' s news
clippings have been given to the permanent collec-

tion of The Village Museum. We welcome these items

at any time, especially old family photographs.
Obviously in the case of the pictures we will be

glad to make copies and return the originals to our
donors.

Our Next Issue

The final number of Elsah History for 1984 will
be a double issue, and it will include material on

the restoration of the old schoolhouse (the Civic

Center) and some discoveries made during the past
year in going through Jersey County newspapers,
inventories and diaries and letters. We would like

to have an article on one more Elsah artist,

Rudolph Tandler. Any members who could contribute
some information on his Elsah years would help to

make this publication possible. Your editor al-

ready has pictures to illustrate the proposed
article.

"ELSAH HISTORY" is published by HISTORIC ELSAH FOUNDATION,
Charles B. Hosmer, Jr., Editor. Subscription is with raembership.
Regular Membership is $5.00; Sustaining Membership is $10.00;
Patron's Membership is $50.00; Life Membership is $500.00.
PLEASE SEND TO P.O. BOX 11?, ELSAH, ILLINOIS, 62028. Thank you!



A new roof was needed and we put on a fire-

resistant type of roofing. The new roof was one of

the very few jobs we contracted outside of our fam-

ily efforts. We also built an oversized two-car
garage at the back of the new south room. After
receiving a request to provide room for an incoming
student and her mother, we began a small apartment
above the lower section at the back of the house.
This added a small living room, kitchenette, bath,
and bedroom, and was our last major project on the
house.

Hard winters, and an opportunity to develop a

campus in Calfornia opened up for us, and this made
it possible for us to widen our view. We have been
remodelling houses ever since, and always enjoyed
the challenge. K/><OCQ^0-0>

K'

(1) The Smith House on Valley Street purchased by
Roberta and William (Bill) Smith from Raymond and
Ethel Bates September 9, 1946. Restoration was
begun immediately, all work being done by the
owners. The upstairs had windows on each end at
this time, but none in the second story at the
front or back. There were windows in the second
story of the frame section, but that area had never
been lived in and was used for storage.

(1) First section of the house built 1937-1939 on
the lot purchased by William and Roberta Smith
(Bill and Bobbe). This was one of the first new
homes to be built in Elsah in many years. The land
was purchased from the Methodist Church. The well
was dug by hand, and finished so that it was sealed
10 feet below the surface to prevent surface water
seepage. The fireplace was centrally located when
the second portion was added. The first section
was on a lower level with 2 steps up to the living
room. This section was the kitchen, dining room,
stairway and upstairs bedroom. The window on the
roof was cut in later after the second half of the
house was built.

(2) A view of the Smith house on the East and north

side of the house before work was begun. Frame

section on the north consisted of boards without
batten strips on the end with layers and layers of

paper, old shades, etc. on the inside to keep out

the wind and weather. Tearing the paper off was a

terrible job with wasps and hornets nests in the

cracks.

(2) The second portion of the house was completed
before the purchase of the stone house across the
street at the dead end of Valley Street. Principia
College purchased this property from the Smiths.
The only help given the Smiths in building this
house was from a great-uncle of Mrs. Smith and from
Robyn Relph who helped Bill and Bobbe lay the cedar
shingle roof. Two of their 3 children were born
while building this house. Downstairs included
living room, dining room, kitchen, hall, bedroom'
and bath. Upstairs had 2 bedrooms. A back porch
was also built. The stages were 1937-39 and 1946.
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(3) Smith house from the south side before the

chimney for the fireplace was built. An estimated

31 tons of rock were moved from the old half-story

ice house on the property at the end of Valley

Street, to build the fireplace chimney. Rock was

raised by a pulley and the efforts of Roberta

(Bobbe) and the children Lenore and David Smith. A

great-uncle of Mrs. Smith had now joined the family

and helped with this also. The downstairs stone

section and lean-to frame kitchen at the back were

the areas which had been lived in; the remainder of

the house was a storage area.

(4) Smith house from the west side. Wooden lean-to

was in very bad shape and was removed as soon as

possible. The house required some preparatory work

before it was time to move into it from the little

frame house across the street (which the Smiths had

built themselves and then sold to Principia). The

chimneys were built for space heating stoves and

were not suitable for a furnace or fireplace. The

center one was not in evidence except from an out-

side view, so the first major inside job — putting

a doorway through to the north end frame section

revealed it. (See picture 5)

(5) The first project attempted was digging through

18" rock wall from the living room to the north

frame section which had been available only by

going through the lean-to wall at the back of the

house. In the wall just to the right of the new

doorway the chimney of the center flue vent came

into view as the rocks were removed. This was a

perfect vehicle for the plumbing fixtures to extend

from the basement to the second floor. There was

no plumbing in the 125 year old house nor was there

any proper wiring. Wires ran around the floor.

(6) View of the inside fireplace on the south end

of the house, built with 2 12" flue linings, one

for the intended furnace installation. The first

furnaces were of the floor type in the dinette and

another in the living room until a furnace was in-

stalled in the basement. This came many years

later after a concrete floor was poured in the

basement and a sump pump added. The dirt floor

there was riddled with wet-weather "springs" during

heavy rainy weather.

(7) The "after" view of the Smith house in 1955

after the fireplace was built. All the rock in the

house (18" above ground, 24" below ground), was

quarried from the hill behind the house, including

the rock in the old ice-house at the end of the

street. The rock for the inside section of the

fireplace was specially chosen, piece by piece,

from the quarry at Grafton where the fine "yel-

lowish" stone was available. The fireplace had a

heatilator and did well at heating the upstairs as

well before the furnace was Installed. The new

roof had been added here.


